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OPERATION
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Knowledge and wisdom, far from being one,
have oft-times no connection. Knowledge dwells
in heads replete with thoughts of other men; Wis-
dom in minds attentive to their own. Knowledge
is proud, that he has learnt so much; Wisdom is
humble, that he knows no more.

Wirriam Cowrer, The Task

THE ATTRIBUTES of knowledge and wisdom re-
ferred to by Cowper were a happy union in the
person of Dr. John Brown, one of Scotland’s most
beloved surgeons of the last century. The year
1961 marked the one hundredth anniversary of
the American edition of a series of his essays.
This article commemorates and pays tribute to
the man and to his writings.

MINTO HOUSE HOSPITAL

John Brown was born in Lanark, Scotland, on
22 September 1810 into a family which included
several outstanding physicians. He pursued his
medical studies at Edinburgh, where his precep-
tor was the illustrious James Syme.

It appears that Syme had quarreled with
Robert Liston, then a high priest in the British
surgical hierarchy, and, as a consequence was
denied the post of Chief Surgeon at the Royal
Infirmary. Syme was, therefore, forced to per-
form most of his operations in patients’ homes.
However, as his reputation grew and his practice
increased, the unsuitability of such surroundings
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for surgical procedures became felt more keenly.
Accordingly, Syme conceived the bold innova-
tion of founding his own clinic. His plan was
borne to fruition by the conversion, in 1829, of an
old mansion called Minto House into a surgical
hospital.

Afterward, a reconciliation was effected be-
tween Liston and Syme; but, in the interim, the
latter’s small, makeshift hospital had come to
rival the venerable Royal Infirmary itself. It was
at Minto House Hospital, in 1830, that young
John Brown served his medical apprenticeship.
Almost 30 years later he immortalized the institu-
tion in his very first essay, Rab and His Friends.

PUBLICATIONS

Brown’s pristine expression of his love for dogs
has seldom been surpassed in literature. His com-
positions abounded with interspersed observa-
tions and pithy advice regarding dogs. It was out
of commiseration for a mastiff called Rab, to
whom he had been attached during clinical
clerkship, that Brown was inspired to write his
most famous monograph.

When Rab and His Friends was published, the
reviewers judged it, all things considered, as the
most perfect prose narrative since Charles
Lamb’s Rosamond Gray. The booksellers were
harassed in trying to supply the avalanche of
requests for copies which followed. To satisfy the
great demand for more of his literary creations,
Brown began to write on a variety of subjects,
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ranging from biographical sketches to critical
analyses of art and science. A collection of more
than 20 of his articles was printed in Edinburgh
in 1859 as Horae Subsecivae, a title that may be
loosely translated as ““Idle Hours.” The book
became immensely popular throughout the
British Isles.

Brown’s book attained such popularity that it
was published in the United States 2 years after
its initial appearance.
The title was changed
to Spare Hours, with the
author’s sanction. Al-
though he had a very
busy surgical practice,
Brown’s literary con-
tributions continued in
the form of almost 40
more dissertations. His
third book was dedi-
cated to the memory
of Abraham Lincoln,
“who through faith
subdued  kingdoms,
andwroughtrighteous-
ness.”

CHARACTERISTICS OF
BROWN'S WRITINGS

There are several
features of Brown’s
publications which the
years have not blurred
and of which the medi-
cal profession may well
be proud. It is difficult A
to find any suitable
parallel to the limpid-

character, compassion, and humor which per-
vaded his works.

AILIE’S OPERATION

It is difficult to select an appropriate sample
from Brown’s essays to exemplify the scope and
nature of his varied interests. The one we have
chosen is from ““Rab.” It is still probably the best
known of all, and relates the performance of
a mastectomy when
Brown was staying at
Minto House Hospital.
The surgeon alluded to
in this passage was
Syme. The operation
was performed during
an era of surgical en-
deavor when anes-
thesia and antisepsis
were in the realm of
the future.

It is indeed difficult
not to be moved by this
humane and subtle ac-
count of the terrible
tragedy that befell the
gentle, simple woman
named Ailie Noble:

One fine October after-
noon, I was leaving the
hospital, when I saw the
large gate open, and in
walked Rab, with that
great and easy saunter of
his. He looked as if taking
general possession of the
place; like the Duke of
Wellington entering asub-
dued city, satiated with
victory and peace. After

ity and absolute sin-
cerity of his style. His
philosophy was not en-

Fic. 1. John Brown, M.D., whose Rab and His Friends
and other essays stirred and delighted several genera-
tions of physicians. Reproduced from cover insert of Spare
Hours, 2nd series. Cambridge: The Riverside Press, 1861.

him came Jess, now white
from age, with her cart;
and in it a woman, care-
fully wrapped up,—the

tirely homespun but,

rather, was based on a solid foundation of wide
and diversified learning. Again, whether he
discussed the trials and tribulations of a patient
or made a plea for a shelter to house stray
animals, he did so with an unmistakable blend of
knowledge and wisdom. He was no soap-box
orator; and he arrested attention not by shrill
cries, but by the subdued and firm tones of some-
one who had something to say that was worth
listening to. Undoubtedly, the most salient fea-
tures of his style were the golden threads of

carrier leading the horse
anxiously, and looking back. When he saw me, James
(for his name was James Noble) made a curt and
grotesque “‘boo,” and said, “Maister John, this is the
mistress; she’s got a trouble in her breest—some kind
o’ an income we're thinking.”

By this time I saw the woman’s face; she was sitting
on a sack filled with straw, her husband’s plaid round
her, and his big-coat with its large white metal but-
tons over her feet.

I never saw a more unforgettable face—pale, seri-
ous, lonely, delicate, sweet, without being at all what
we call fine. She looked sixty, and had on a mutch,
white as snow, with its black ribbon; her silvery,












